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The Cleveland Museum of Art 

For Immediate Release Contact: Denise Horstman, ext. 262 

Nov. 12, 1999 

CMA EXHIBITION FOCUSES ON FRENCH MASTERPIECE 

Symposium Brings Internationally Renowned 
Art Experts to Cleveland 

CLEVELAND — An exhibition devoted to one of the Cleveland Museum of Art’s most 
famous paintings opens at the CMA Nov. 14, 1999, and remains on view through Jan. 23, 
2000. A Painting in Focus: Nicolas Poussin’s Holy Family on the Steps displays Poussin’s 
masterpiece in the context of other important paintings, drawings, and prints of the child 
Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, lent by prominent European and American collections, that are 
related to CMA’s seminal work. A symposium bringing together experts on Poussin from 
around the country will take place the evening of Friday, Nov. 19, and all day Nov. 20. The 
exhibition is free. 

The Holy Family on the Steps, from 1 648, is considered a masterpiece of 1 7 th -century 
art and the pinnacle of Poussin’s refined classical style. The popularity of the painting in its 
time led to the creation of about 20 known copies — oil paintings, drawings, and prints — in 
the decades following its appearance. They include the copy in the National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C., once thought by some art historians to be Poussin’s original. 

United for the public to see for the first time in this exhibition will be the Holy 
Family with Ten Figures from the National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin (1649), and a fine 17 th - 
century copy of it from the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco. Furthermore, this 
exhibition will be the first opportunity to view the San Francisco and Washington paintings 
together — both clearly by very talented followers of Poussin — and perhaps advance the 
process of solving the mystery of who created them. 

The exhibition’s organizing curator is Diane De Grazia, The Clara T. Rankin Chief 
Curator and curator of paintings and drawings, with CMA paintings conservator Marcia C. 
Steele. Dr. De Grazia is also principal author of the special edition of the annual Cleveland 
Studies in the History of Art related to the show. 

Dr. De Grazia says: “For Poussin, the purpose of painting was to delight and to 
educate. CMA’s Holy Family on the Steps has fascinated 20 th -century scholars not just by its 
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quiet contemplation, simplicity, and monumentality, but by the hidden meanings it suggests. Many have 
tried to fathom its undertones of religious significance. But no one has taken his time-honored subject at 
face value, nor has anyone examined the subject of the Holy Family on the Steps within the context of 
Poussin’s other works on the same subject. Only by doing so can we understand the full significance of 
the theme of salvation and redemption — a stairway to heaven through Mary and the Christ child — that 
Poussin projected in Cleveland’s painting in its most perfected form.” 

Nicolas Poussin, generally regarded as the greatest French painter of the 17 th century, was bom in 
Normandy to poor bourgeois parents. He studied painting in Paris and in 1624 traveled to Rome, where 
he worked for nearly all the rest of his life, returning to Paris only briefly in the 1640s. 

Poussin’s intellectual genius gave rise to an exacting method of composing his paintings, 
including his use of an apparatus dubbed his “grand machine.” Not just a painter but also a master 
sculptor, Poussin modeled wax figures in the poses he desired, arranging folds of cloth over them as they 
might be worn; he placed them in a unique shadow box, lit through openings in its side or sides and 
observed, by Poussin, through a small hole in the end. He also meticulously and methodically conveyed 
perspective, faithfully representing on flat canvas an image of three-dimensional elements receding into 
space. The exhibition includes a recreation of the wax figures and box used for Cleveland’s Holy Family 
and preparatory drawings and x-rays demonstrating how the picture evolved in Poussin’s mind. The wax 
figures were made by local sculptor Darlene Dryer, and the box, by members of CMA’s design and 
facilities staff. 

Additional lenders of paintings in the exhibition are The Detroit Institute of Arts; the Fogg Art 
Museum, The Harvard University Art Museums; the Norton Simon Art Foundation, Pasadena and the J. 
Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles; and the Musee du Louvre, Paris. 

The late-20 th -century history of CMA’s Holy Family on the Steps has been punctuated by two 
lively debates, both of which have been settled. Scholarly disagreements over the painting’s place — if 
any — in Poussin’s oeuvre, or artistic output, were put to rest when the Cleveland painting was x-rayed 
and the x-ray published in the major international journal The Burlington Magazine in 1982. It was 
brought together with the Washington copy in 1994 for an invited group of experts; at that point, the 
possibility that the Washington version was also by Poussin was put to rest. A dispute over CMA’s 
purchase of the painting in 1981 emerged from French officials’ doubts about the previous owner’s right 
to export it from France. Then in 1987, an agreement between the directors of the Museums of France 
and then-CMA-director Evan H. Turner, to loan the Cleveland painting to the Musee du Louvre for 
exhibitions of varying lengths, resolved the issue. 
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Nicolas Poussin’s Holy Family on the Steps is sponsored by the Florence Gould Foundation. 
The exhibition is also supported by an indemnity from the Federal Council on the Arts and the 
Humanities. The show is the second in a relatively new exhibition series for the museum, in which a key 
CMA work is moved from its usual place in a gallery or storage and exhibited with a highly select group 
of loans. (A checklist is enclosed with this release.) 

The exhibition and catalogue are dedicated to the late Robert P. Bergman, CMA director from 
1993 until his death in May, 1999. Dr. Bergman initiated the Cleveland Studies in the History of Art 
journal and supported the idea of the focus exhibition series at the museum. 

* * * 

The museum will present a symposium kicked off by a free keynote address at 6:30 p.m. on 
Friday evening, Nov. 19, and followed by a day of guest lecturers on Saturday, Nov. 20. Tickets to 
Saturday’s 9 a.m.^t p.m. event are available for $35 (discounts for members, university faculty, and 
students) at CMA’s ticket center, (216) 421-7350 or 1-888-CMA-0033; the ticket center will also take 
reservations for $17 box lunches. 

Friday’s keynote speaker is Elizabeth Cropper of The Johns Hopkins University, whose talk is 
entitled “Poussin’s Pleasure.” Saturday’s schedule is as follows: 

8:15 Registration and coffee. 

9 Welcome. CMA Acting Director Kate Sellers. 

9:05 Introduction. CMA Chief Curator and exhibition organizer Diane De Grazia. 

9: 1 5 “Poussin’s Death of Germanicus and the Invention of the Tableau.” Charles Dempsey, 
The Johns Hopkins University. 

10:15 Break. 

10:30 “Poussin’s Holy Families: The Art of Invention.” Ann Sutherland Harris, University of 
Pittsburgh. 

1 1 :30 “Poussin and the Poetics of the Heroic Baby.” Anthony Colantuono, University of 
Maryland. 

12:30 Lunch. 

2 “The National Gallery’s Holy Family on the Steps.” Pauline Maguire, National Gallery of 
Art, Washington, D.C. 

3 “Two of a Kind: Cleveland’s and Washington’s Holy Family on the Steps.” Carol 
Sawyer, Virginia Museum of Fine Arts. 


For more information about the CMA and its programs, call 1-888-CMA-0033 or 
visit www.clemusart.com. 


# # # 



EXHIBITION FOCUSES ON MAJOR FRENCH PAINTING 


EXHIBITION 

DATES 

VENUE 

DESCRIPTION 


CURATOR 

PUBLICATION 

ACKNOW- 

LEDGEMENTS 

PROGRAMS 

MEDIA 

CONTACT 


A Painting in Focus: Nicolas Poussin's Holy Family on the Steps 

Nov. 14, 1999-Jan. 23, 2000 

The Cleveland Museum of Art, exclusively. 

Nicolas Poussin's Holy Family on the Steps (1648) is universally considered an 
icon of 1 7th-century French art and the pinnacle of the artist’s refined classical 
style. CMA purchased this painting in 1981. The exhibition will focus on the 
genesis, style, subject, and technical aspects of this important painting. Included 
among loans from other American and European collections will be preparatory 
drawings as well as copies after the painting, including the well-known copy in 
the National Gallery of Art, Washington (once considered by some scholars to be 
Poussin’s original). This will be the first opportunity for most scholars and the 
general public to see the Washington and Cleveland paintings side by side. Four 
other masterpieces by Poussin that developed the Holy Family theme will show its 
importance in Poussin s career. Also included will be x-radiographs, published in 
1982, that proved that CMA’s painting was the original. This is the second in a 
series of “focus” exhibitions highlighting major works in the CMA collection. 


Diane De Grazia, CMA s Clara T. Rankin Chief Curator, Curator of Paintings, 
and Curator of Drawings. 

The 1999 edition of Cleveland Studies will be devoted to the Poussin painting. It 
will include essays by Dr. De Grazia, by CMA painting conservator Marcia 
Steele, and by Richard Verdi, Poussin expert and director of the Barber Institute 
of Fine Arts, Birmingham. 

The Poussin exhibition is sponsored by the Florence Gould Foundation and by an 
indemnity from the Federal Council on the Arts and the Humanities. 

A symposium will take place at the museum on November 19-20, 1999, in 
conjunction with the Poussin exhibition. 

Denise Horstman, Communications Manager, (216) 421-7340, ext. 262; fax 
(216) 229-5095; e-mail horstman@cma-oh.org. 
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Checklist for the Exhibition 

A Painting in Focus: Nicolas Poussin’s Holy Family on the Steps 

The Cleveland Museum of Art, Nov. 14, 1999 through Jan. 9, 2000 


Oil Paintings 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

Holy Family on the Steps, 1648 
Oil on canvas. 73.4 x 105.9 cm. 

The Cleveland Museum of Art, Leonard C. Hanna Jr. Fund 1981.18 
cat. no. 1 

Follower of Nicolas Poussin 
Holy Family on the Steps, after 1648 
Oil on canvas. 68.7 x 97.8 cm. 

National Gallery of Art, Washington, Samuel H. Kress Collection (1952.5.49) 
cat. no. 5 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

Holy Family (The Roccatagliata Madonna), 1641 
Oil on canvas. 71 x 56 cm. 

The Detroit Institute of Arts, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. A. D. Wilkinson (Inv. 54.2) 
cat. no. 9 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

Holy Family with Ten Figures, 1649 
Oil on canvas. 81.1 x 109.5 cm. 

National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin (Inv. NGI 925) 
cat. no. 10 

Copy after Nicolas Poussin 

Holy Family with Ten Figures, after 1 649 

Oil on canvas. 83.8 x 108.6 cm. 

The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, Roscoe and Margaret Oakes Collection (75.2.4) 
cat. no. 1 1 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

Holy Family with the Infant Saint John the Baptist and Saint Elizabeth [Holy Family with Nine Figures or 
Holy Family with the Bathtub ], about 1650-51 
Oil on canvas. 101.2 x 133.7 cm. 

Fogg Art Museum, The Harvard University Art Museums, Mrs. Samuel Sachs in memory of Mr. Samuel 
Sachs (1942.168) 
cat. no. 12 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

The Holy Family with Six Putti or Holy Family with Eleven Figures, 1 65 1 
Oil on canvas. 1 1 0.5 x 1 3 1 .7 cm. 

Jointly owned by the Norton Simon Art Foundation, Pasadena and the J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 
(81.PA.43) (M1981.6P) 
cat. no. 13 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

Holy Family Under a Group of Trees, about 1655 
Oil on canvas. 95 x 122.4 cm. 

Musee du Louvre, Departement des Peintures, Collection of Louis XIV (Inv. no. 7280) 
cat. no. 14 
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Prints and Drawings 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

Study for the Holy Family on the Steps , about 1 646 
Pen and brown wash. 130 x 195 mm. 

Mus6e des Beaux-Arts, Dijon, France (Inv. no. CA 870) 
cat. no. 2 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

Study for the Holy Family on the Steps, about 1646-48 
Pen, brown ink and wash with black chalk. 184 x 253 mm. 

The Pierpont Morgan Library, New York (Inv, No. Ill, 71) 
cat. no. 3 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

Study for the Holy Family on the Steps, about 1646-48 
Pen, brown ink, brown wash over black chalk. 1 84 x 247 mm. 

Mus6e du Louvre, Ddpartement des Arts Graphiques (Inv. no. 32439) 
cat. no. 4 

Claudine Bouzonnet-Stella (French, 1636-1697) 

Holy Family on the Steps, after 1648 

Engraving (State I). 384 x 508 mm. (Amsterdam plate mark). Trimmed, image area: 372 x 495mm. 
Lent by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 1953 (Inv. no. 53.600.1 139) 
cat. no. 6 

Michel Corneille II (French, 1642-1708) 

Holy Family on the Steps, late 1600s 
Red chalk counterproof. 143 x 248 mm. 

Private collection 
cat. no. 7 

Claude-Guy Hall6 (French, 1652-1736) 

Holy Family on the Steps, late 1 600s 

Pen and ink and wash with white heightening on green paper. 124 x 163 mm. 

Private collection 
cat. no. 8 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

Study for the Holy Family Under a Group of Trees, about 1650-55 
Pen and brown ink and wash. 198 x 212 mm. 

Mus6e du Louvre, D6partement des Arts Graphiques (Inv. no. 32437) 
cat. no. 1 5 

Nicolas Poussin (French, 1594-1665) 

Study for the Holy Family with Saints Elizabeth and John the Baptist, about 1650-55 
Brush and brown wash over black chalk. 180 x 246 mm. 

Mus6e du Louvre, Departement des Arts Graphiques (Inv. no. 32438) 
cat. no. 1 6 


Additional works on view 

Reproduction of x-radiograph of the Holy Family on the Steps by Nicolas Poussin. 

Recreation of Poussin’s “Grande Machine.” Figures modeled by Darlene Dryer. 

Nov. 9, 1999 



